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“Welcome” in Romans 14:1-15:7 
A ‘Thought Experiment’ and a Sample Covenant 

 
 
 
Introduction  
 
Does Romans 14-15:7 contain helpful instructions to address the current divisive subject of 
covenanted same sex relations present in the North American Mennonite Churches? If it 
does what are these instructions? What requires our attention and even more our adoption? 
But do the instructions really fit our current situation? Thought provoking questions!  
My exploration of the message of this Romans text has origins in my childhood when I 
observed intense conflicts about faith between adults in my life. These conflicts raised 
important questions for me. My quest to comprehend the significance of this text emerged 
almost 50 years ago when I preached my first sermon on it, in the mid 1960s. A decade later 
I elevated my quest applying it to the changes that occurred to Mennonite understanding of 
the cultural forms of separation from the world during the previous three decades. In that 
sermon I wondered about applying this text to other conflicted expressions of faith I 
observed. In the following years that question continued to simmer. After a decade in 
retirement from pastoral ministry, in the early months of 2014, I began to formalize my 
response to those wonderings. In this most recent edition I focus my observations on the 
divisive issue of covenanted same sex relations. I chose to focus on practice rather than 
orientation because the former is the most contentious. (The Romans text also usefully 
addresses two other current disputed issues: the function of a confession of faith - teaching 
tool or membership requirement; and polity - the decision making roles of a church wide 
assembly and the local congregation).  
 
This paper is a “thought experiment.” I call it an “experiment” because I explore tentative 
answers to complex issues. It is more than a sermon but not an attempt at a scholarly paper 
which would contain numerous references and quotations with footnotes from various 
authors and sources. In a number of places I refer to or quote from scholarly papers: To 
Continue the Dialogue, Biblical Interpretation and Homosexuality edited by C. Norman Kraus 
(2001), and Homosexuality, Biblical Interpretation and Moral Discernment by Willard M. 
Swartley (2003). In addition, I draw material from Romans, The Believers Church Bible 
Commentary by John E. Toews (2004).  

 

 



 
 

Introductory Thoughts on Romans 14-15:7  
 
In a number of his letters the Apostle Paul addressed the frequent tendency to divisions in 
the emerging Christian community. I note two sources for this problem.  
 
1) The Corinthian letters contain the first. Who of the apostolic leaders were Christian 
congregations to accept as leader? The appearance of conflict between leaders and even 
more the unhelpful loyalties of congregational members caused division in the communities 
of followers of Jesus. 
 
2) The presence of Gentile followers of Jesus in the community brought issues about the 
practice of sacred Jewish customs. In Romans 14 we note two: eating anything (including 
meat which is not specifically identified in this text) or only vegetables, and holy day 
observances.  
 
In other of the apostle’s writings he elaborated more on the question of eating meat offered to 
idols, meat obtained from the local butcher shop attached to a temple which meant that the 
meat was part of an offering to the god that the local temple honoured. A second reason 
some folks avoided purchase from a butcher shop came from the goods sold, meat from 
animal sources other than those acceptable by Jewish rules, such as a pig. The presence of 
this “unclean” meat contaminated everything sold in that establishment. These issues would 
have been significant in the city of Rome. Easy access to meat was likely limited somewhat 
to the butcher shops which had questionable practices. Any believer deeply concerned about 
maintaining faithfulness to the God of Abraham and Sarah, avoiding any hint of worship of 
another god and eating ritually contaminated meat, would have encountered this dietary 
issue. The solution - avoid eating any meat in order to maintain personal purity.  
 
The Fundamental Task - Unity  
 
Embedded within Paul’s teachings about handling these tensions is the fundamental task; 
the unity of the church of Jesus Christ must be maintained with considerable expenditure of 
energy and flexibility. Indeed the book of Romans is about the foundation of that unity. God 
creates a new people through faith in the grace present in Jesus Christ. To cause division, 
dissention, or unrest within the community of faith disrupts the work of Christ. Such activity 
must be avoided.  
 
The Important Question about Unity  
 
Inside Romans 14-15:7 is an essential question; when is unity in Christ to be sacrificed to 
other aspects of faithfulness to Christ? In the pursuit of being faithful to teachings of Jesus is 
it acceptable to separate, to end unity? If separation is chosen, about what issues and on 
what grounds? Paul emphasized the fundamental necessity of living out the unity created by 
Jesus Christ in the presence of deeply felt opposing views about faithful living. 
 
Perceived Irrelevant Issues and the Fundamental Message  
 
In Romans 14-15:7 Paul addressed an issue that we have a hard time entering, making it 
enough our own so that we can get inside his teaching. The issues he faced are strange to 
us, especially the one about meat offered to idols. We find it difficult to get energized by what 
were back then deeply held opposing views. People had strong investments in maintaining 



 
 

the proper practices. In the same way people today also have a strong investment in 
maintaining proper faith and practice. Faith matters! Changing what is considered a biblically 
based practice or belief does not come easily. Paul’s instructions can be helpful in our day if 
we are ready to enter seriously the struggles he addressed.  
 
 
Significant Teachings from Romans 14.-15:7  
 
Reta Halteman Finger authored Chapter 12 What Can We Do When We Don’t Agee? 
Christian Tolerance in Romans 14:1-15:6 in Continuing the Dialogue edited by C. Norman 
Kraus (published 2001). She begins, “The thesis of this chapter is that it is more appropriate 
to apply the message of Romans 14:1-15:6 to the contemporary issue of homosexuality than 
to apply Romans 1:24-27. Issues of sexual orientation and practice threaten to tear apart the 
merging Mennonite Church USA today, just as issues of ethnic background and religious 
practice threatened the survival of the early church.”(pg.209) Did she see more than a 
decade ago today’s context?  
 
My thesis about this text has a somewhat different focus: it is necessary to apply the 
message of Romans 14-15:7 as we work on the issue raised in Romans 1:24-27. Because 
believers read Romans 1:24-27 and the other related Biblical texts in conflicting ways and 
draw divergent conclusions about their application Romans 14-15:7 becomes a required 
reference point for believers. This text thrusts upon all believers the requirement to balance 
the maintenance of the unity of the community with that task of faithful belief and living.  
If we are to maintain unity what, according to Paul, is required of us and on what grounds? 
Paul outlined attitudes and practices and their basis in faith that emerge because of the work 
of Jesus Christ. His instructions are practical and not some general call about being loving.  
 
What to do and not do when we disagree according to Paul. (I use the New Revised 
Standard Version (NRSV) when quoting scripture texts.)  
 
First, what we must avoid 
 
Avoid engaging in “quarrels over opinions,” over what really matters to you (14:1). In place of 
“quarrels” I would use the words “alienating disputes.” Obviously, when differences of faith 
emerge they must be talked about. But Paul tells us that these interchanges may not elevate 
into quarrels, alienating disputes. Some attitudes and their associated activities inflame 
quarrels/disputes: despising, that is looking down on others, considering them unfaithful or 
insignificant; and judging, dismissing them as unworthy of fellowship (14:3). Neither 
despising nor judging is acceptable because the Lord welcomes and blesses (14:6). If 
someone claims participation with the Lord it is not our inclination toward them that has 
priority, it is what the Lord does that matters and what the Lord does instructs what we do. 
This question guides our response, “Does God welcome this person?” If God does, then we 
must reply with, “Well, so must I!” 
  
The language we use when we talk about people whose practices we find unacceptable must 
be carefully examined. Years ago I encountered this proverb, “labels are liables.” What an 
interesting proverb to consider!   
 



 
 

At times I wonder about the language Paul used: “weak” and “strong.” He indicated that 
people who cannot eat meat are “weak” and those who can are “strong.” He self-identified, 
“We who are strongI..” (15:1). I think that the people whom Paul called “weak” might 
protest. Holding to their position is a sign of strength and those whom he called “strong” are 
less than stellar in their faith, in other words “weak.” John E. Toews “neutralizes” these two 
words in his commentary giving them a socioeconomic framework (Romans, The Believers 
Church Bible Commentary). The “strong” are the rich, educated and powerful and the “weak” 
are the lower class folk (pages342ff). This refocus does help some in mitigating the issue I 
am addressing. But it misses significant aspects of Paul’s instruction about carefully tending 
convictions (see below, # 4, p. 8).  
 
After years of observing discussions about “strong” and “weak” I have concluded that the use 
of these words and other similar descriptive labels are unhelpful. Paul may have had good 
reason to use them but I doubt we can. Words that we use as a short form for easy 
identification or to be helpfully descriptive can indeed be disparaging, and belittling. 
Sometimes such dismissals are intentional. Other times they are thoughtless. Whether 
intentional or thoughtless such labeling frustrates the maintenance of the God given 
fellowship of unity. In order to keep that issue in mind I put these words in quotation marks.  
Further and more important, I note that debate about who is “strong” and who is “weak” 
delays careful work on the apostle’s pointed message, “welcome.” That debate shifts 
obligation for the work of unity to others. Romans 14:1 tells an unidentified reader to 
“welcome” the “weak.” The general assumption it seems to me is that the apostle addressed 
the “strong.” Yet all the verses that follow carry instructions that must be applied by both the 
“weak” and the “strong.” Surely, it is not only the “strong” who fall into despising and judging. 
And the remainder of Paul’s instructions must be heard by both.  
 
Keeping unity is the challenge that all share. Everyone has responsibility for it. In Romans 
15:1 Paul does explicitly speak to a special obligation for the “strong.” But the major task of 
securing unity may not be passed off to others.  
 
Second, we must choose what to do 
 
a) Welcome others who do not share your views (14:1). The instruction to “welcome” must 
startle us, the readers. Perhaps the word “welcome” is too warm and fuzzy as a translation. 
Other words used in translations are “accept,” “receive.” In my view the word “welcome” best 
expresses the spirit of the whole text. Unity is not only willingness to sit in the same room but 
even more to practice the comfortable and relaxed fellowship created by God. And it is more 
than some mystical kind of “oneness” that one adoringly claims. God welcomes people who 
exercise a variety of ways of thinking and so must members of the community of Christ. 
(14:1, 14:7-9, 15:7) In this text uniformity of belief about how to deal with eating anything 
including meat, and what holy days to observe is secondary to maintaining unity that gets 
expressed in “welcome,” a warm relaxing invitation to share each other’s presence.  
Can we imagine what the emotional climate was like when a “strong” believer and a “weak” 
believer gathered in a setting where they shared food? “Welcome” suggests a spirited 
invitation, an energetic embrace, a joyous encounter between people who know they belong 
together. We can also imagine that people had to “swallow hard” at times to enjoy this 
comfortable encounter. Perhaps they almost choked (pun intended) on the prospect. 
Believers must be open to the impact of Christ otherwise God has difficulty in creating this 
abiding unity.  



 
 

Note that Paul repeats this call to “welcome” in 15:7. This repeat is like an avalanche 
sweeping us along, like a lightning bolt that startles and shocks us, like an earthquake that 
shakes even shatters the foundations  
 
b) The second practice to choose is how to make decisions about what is acceptable. John 
E. Toews in his commentary on Romans, The Believers Church Bible Commentary, identifies 
four (14:5b-9) “The first criterion is personal conviction. What one eats and the observance of 
days should be based on intellectual conviction (convinced in his own mind). The second is 
honoring the Lord and giving thanks to God. The third is living in the Lord. The fourth is 
recognizing that Christ is Lord of all life. Diversity of behavior and practice should not cause 
contempt or judgment among Christians if it is based on personal conviction, if it honors the 
Lord, if it takes place in the Lord rather than on strictly personal grounds, and if it recognizes 
Christ as Lord. Christians can disagree with fellow Christians on a range of issues and 
practices if there is agreement and faithfulness at the center” (page 335). These criteria are 
important in making decisions about what is acceptable because they put faithfulness to 
Christ at the beginning.  
 
c) The third practice instructs believers to carefully tend each other’s convictions (14:5, 14, 
22, 23). “Some judge one day to be better than another, while others judge all days to be 
alike. Let all be fully convinced in their own minds.” In 14:14 Paul declared his own position 
on eating meat – no problem for him. In 14:22b, 23 Paul wrote “Blessed are those who have 
no reason to condemn themselves because of what they approve. But those who have 
doubts are condemned if they eat, because they do not act from faith (conviction in the 
footnote); for whatever does not come from faith (conviction) is sin.”  
 
A humourous anecdote illustrates these verses. A male quartet and a speaker planned a 
long trip from Eastern Mennonite College to small churches in Ontario, some in the northern 
part of southern Ontario. As we planned this event we agreed that some of the boredom of 
the travel could be assuaged if the four passengers played Rook. One member of the group 
reported that he had attended a Mennonite High School that prohibited playing cards, a 
prohibition that he faithfully followed. His declaration immediately presented a problem. If he 
was not driving the vehicle, then there would be only 3 hands of Rook, not as much fun as 4 
hand Rook. He went on to explain. He lived with a roommate in the high school dorm who did 
not share this scruple. Our travel mate emphasized that he never joined in prohibited card 
games. Then he added, much to our relief, “But I have victory over that conviction.” Victory 
over a conviction! Usually such a claim of “victory” is reserved for an identified sin or 
temptation. In the context of Paul’s instructions this “victory over a conviction” makes 
considerable sense. Avoid doing anything that causes you to condemn yourself. Paul does 
not give instructions about how to gain such victory over a conviction, though clearly such 
change is both possible and sometimes essential.  
 
So the task in the midst of differences requires that we not violate the convictions of anyone, 
our own or others. A climate of alienating disputes hinders Christ’s work of unity. In this text 
Paul presses the issue in one direction – do not cause someone who cannot eat meat to 
struggle by arguing him out of this conviction. This principle needs application in both 
directions. To ask this “strong” person to prohibit what s/he accepts is similarly not 
appropriate.  
 
We must focus momentarily on the summary statement at the end of 14:23, “for whatever 
does not proceed from faith (“conviction” in the footnote) is sin.” This statement opens a large 



 
 

discussion because it sounds so “post modern.” “Each person must follow their own path to 
truth.” “Everybody has a starting point, a point of view that must be honoured.” Note the 
confession of faith prepared by the General Conference of Mennonite Churches and the 
Mennonite Church finished in the mid 1990s as part of the unifying of these two groups. It is 
called a Confession of Faith from a Mennonite Perspective (italics mine). This way of thinking 
really has settled into our approach to questions of faith and life. This post modern posture 
proposes that everybody’s starting point is equally valid.  
 
It is clear from what Paul says elsewhere that this statement in 14:23 must not be allowed to 
stand alone. There are some convictions that may be personal in their origin but do violate 
God’s will. But on what grounds? This is a question that cannot be avoided. Yet it may not be 
used to cast aside too easily the task faced when we work at maintaining unity in Christ. This 
verse certainly encourages the practice of “welcome.”  
 
Before leaving this call to “welcome” someone whose views collide with our own we need to 
draw attention to a distinction made between various issues present in the New Testament, 
sometimes identified as ceremonial and moral. (Some of the holiness codes from the Hebrew 
Bible are required and others are not). The early church made this distinction as it dealt with 
the issue of circumcision; a practice that was more ceremonial than moral. Eating meat 
offered to idols was viewed in the same way to some measure. However, idolatry is not 
simply a ceremonial matter. It is also a moral one though not in the same family as adultery. 
What is ceremonial and what is moral requires a considerable reflection as a decision is 
made about the nature of the issue in dispute. Christians have made this distinction on many 
requirements for faithfulness that we find in the Scriptures.  
 
d) The fourth practice necessary for the fellowship of unity appears in 15:1 “not please 
ourselves.” We are free to believe and practice according to our own conviction, but not free 
to do whatever we want whenever we want or to press others to violate theirs, and 
sometimes that means avoiding doing and explaining why we believe what we do that 
causes another to “fall.” While Paul addresses this teaching to the “strong” it too has 
implications for how the “weak” act.  
 
There is much to ponder in this text about why and how unity experienced as free and open 
fellowship and mutual access must be maintained in the face of divergent convictions!  
 
Now to the present setting  
 
“Welcome those who are weak in faith but not for the purpose of quarreling over opinions - 
convictions” “Ifor whatever does not proceed from faith (conviction) is sin.”  
Do these Pauline instructions have value as we approach the contemporary scene?   
 
1. First, this text does press us on a very significant issue. When must we sacrifice the 
fellowship of unity to the urge to faithfulness over a matter of significant practice or belief. 
Also, the reverse must be considered: when to sacrifice faithfulness to some practice 
important to us in our pursuit of the fellowship of unity. On this issue there will be difference 
of conviction!  
 
This text in Romans does call us to expend considerable energy in the direction of 
maintaining the fellowship of unity when we face the question of maintaining faithfulness to 
some belief or practice. Finding a solution to the pressure toward separation is not easy. The 



 
 

early church’s history illustrates this. Might Paul’s instructions not have worked as well as he 
intended? Does that possibility invalidate them? Can we permit weariness in the face of the 
continual stress and escalating tensions bury the resolve to keep unity?  
 
2. In this “thought experiment” I work from the perspective that the issue of covenanted same 
sex relationships is something of a kin to the issues in Romans 14. Three different potential 
entrance points encourage this approach.  
 
First, the distinction between ceremonial and moral practices identified above. Do 
covenanted same sex relations even get close to the ceremonial? Is it somewhat like the 
issue of idolatry, which created tainted meat for some believers? This is an important 
discussion and clearly open to varied opinions. 
 
Second, Willard Swartley, in his response, “Binding the Spirit-Powers,” in “To Continue the 
Dialogue” edited by C. Norman Kraus concludes that the direction of the Biblical material on 
the issue of covenanted same sex relations does not move toward acceptance in the same 
way the Bible can be interpreted on the issues of slavery, war, and women (p. 287). 
Nevertheless he proposes a way in which the church can maintain some level of unity and 
include people who live in covenanted same sex relationships. (see his Homosexuality 
Chapter 7, p.120, footnote 12 page 201). “Accepting congregations” (of covenanted same 
sex relationships) are “congregations of risk and refuge.” Does his proposal put this question 
into a framework close to the issue in the Romans text?  
 
Third, in his essay, The Challenge of Homosexuality in his commentary on Romans (pp. 77-
79) John E. Toews proclaims that the grace of God extends to lesbians and homosexuals. 
He restates the long time teaching of the church that sexual relations are intended for 
monogamous heterosexual marriages. He invites the church to “think about the reality of 
alternative marital relationships” such as polygamy in Israel. From this line of thought 
emerges a question, “Are some patterns of relationship so pervasive in a culture that the 
church must learn to live with them for a time even if they fall short of the normative pattern?”  
Consider applying Romans 14-15:7 to our current situation.  
 
3. When should we not talk about the subject that initiates alienating disputes? When is 
talking about an important difference essential? Paul’s call for “welcome” but not to engage in 
quarrels (disputes) is startling. It raises some interesting questions about the process of 
discernment in the Mennonite Churches in the USA and Canada in the last thirty years. Is 
“loving dialogue” in some way close to “welcome?” See chapter 5, pg 81ff and Appendix 
1pg.303ff in Kraus. Can “witness” be welcoming in Paul’s use of this concept? See “Let’s Not 
Continue the Dialogue” by Richard Showalter in Kraus (pg 292f). I raise these questions 
rhetorically in light of Romans. It calls us to stop talking and get to “welcome.” Perhaps after 
we establish “welcome” we get to talking.  
 
In her paper noted above Reta Halteman Finger works through a terrain similar to mine 
though far more expansive and with a different focus. I make two observations about her 
paper. First, she uses the word “tolerance” as descriptive of the thrust of her paper. I rather 
like Paul’s opening word in Romans 14 better. I suggest that her title end with “Christian 
Welcome in Romans.” Second, she ends her paper thus; “Iwhen it comes to the nitty-gritty 
details and specific sore spots, we will fall into the sins of despising conservatives among us 
or judging the liberals among us unless we seriously heed Paul’s inspired and even handed 
counsel.” (pg221) If she is right Paul’s instructions are important to consider.  



 
 

4. This text requires care about how we handle convictions. Observe how strongly some folk 
believe that people in covenanted same sex relationships must be included in congregational 
life. They hold this view out of deep conviction that what they believe is rooted in faith in 
Jesus. Observe how strongly some folk believe that accepting covenanted same sex 
relationships is a violation of God’s will. They hold this view out of equally deep conviction 
about God’s will. Read Romans 14:1. “Welcome those who are (fill in the words), but not for 
the purpose of quarreling over opinions.” Read Romans 14:22 “The faith that you have, have 
as your own conviction before God. Blessed are those who have no reason to condemn 
themselves because of what they approve.” Tending the convictions of those who do not 
approve and those who do approve is not easy. So what do we do with people who declare 
loyalty to Jesus and testify of his work in life but who violate some fundamental belief of 
ours?  
 
Willard Swartley’s ending of chapter 9, his last in Homosexuality; (in addition he has 7 
appendices) moves toward the spirit of Romans 14-15:7. He refers to and then quotes from 
an article (dated 2001) by an Episcopalian, Douglas LeBlanc, a self identified “conservative,” 
who describes how he developed a relationship of trust with a man who was in a long time 
relationship with another man. Swartley quotes LeBlanc whose reflection on 2Cor 5:18-19 
(reconciliation through Christ) changed his attitude and approach. “II..I want them 
(liberals) to remember and to feel in their bones that conservatives do what we do because 
we love the Lord Jesus, and we want to obey him. I want to keep my eyes and heart open to 
recognize when my liberal friends express the same motivesI.I am no more in favor of 
blessing gay couples than I was in 1992, but I hope that by God’s grace I am a humbler 
representative of my convictions. I know that the clothes of a peacemaker fit me better than 
the armor of a political activist” (pp137f). When folks in conflict over covenanted same sex 
relations begin to use language similar to LeBlanc’s they move toward incarnating Paul’s 
instructions in Romans 14-15:7.  
 
5. The Pauline "welcome" and its associated beliefs and practices are not foreign to us. 
Mennonites have joined other Christians in a variety common causes: evangelistic crusades; 
peace, justice, health care, and relief works; and ecumenical exchanges, even though the 
motivating foundation for these activities are diverse and the values of the cooperating 
groups divergent. In these setting everyone was convinced in their own minds and let 
diversity be. We practiced Romans 14-15 without consciously knowing it! Consider 
Mennonite Central Committee. Diverse Mennonite groups join in a common mission without 
trying to change each others’ minds. These groups do not share together the ordinance of 
communion but they work together in a selected ministry of Christ. Note, these examples are 
weak episodic imitations of the Pauline vision - a welcome that leads to the embrace of 
followers of Jesus who have diverse convictions. Try to image that! I hope these illustrations 
assist in contemplating Paul’s challenge to “welcome.”  
 
Instead of beginning our interchange about what practice is acceptable or not, the first task is 
to structure the community in order to permit divergent convictions to co-exist.  Conversation 
begins with how to be together comfortably when colliding convictions are present. 
 
  
  



 
 

Conclusions  
 
Obviously, there are very real challenges with this reading of Romans. There are numerous 
additional issues as we balance the fellowship of unity with the urge to faithfulness. I stopped 
further exploration because this “thought experiment” contains enough words.  
I am still not settled in my own mind about the extent of application of this text. That is why I 
call this document an “experiment.” And because I wrote and shared it I will be pushed to 
probe even more. However, I suspect that I will pass into the eternal world before I process 
toward a compelling answer to all the questions that emerge.  
 
Paul’s instructions are important enough to seriously apply them to the present ongoing and 
necessary interchange about human sexuality so that we do not inappropriately sacrifice the 
fellowship of unity in the pursuit of faithfulness. Note how I put that issue. From childhood on 
I observed with some distress how the urge to faithfulness buried unity.  
 
I can imagine three clusters of responses to this “experiment.”  
 
The first is that of believers who hold that covenanted same sex relations are clearly a 
violation of God’s will for humanity and cannot be permitted within the walls of the community 
of the faithful. They will see this reading of Romans 14-15:7 as a sell out to the pressures of 
a society that has lost its foundation on the historic Christian faith. I remind those with this 
response that this application of this text does not call for their acceptance of covenanted 
same sex relationships. No one may try to change your mind. What it calls for is “welcome” to 
the follower of Jesus who accepts that way of life.  
 
The second cluster of responses is that of believers who fervently press for acceptance of 
people in covenanted same sex relations. They may well find this reading of Romans 14-15:7 
a sell out to the traditional view because it does not demand a change of mind. What this text 
does call for is a “welcome” to those who cannot in good conviction accept that view.  
 
There is a third group that also has a hurdle to overcome. These respondents like this 
reading of Romans 14-15:7. What a relief to avoid these alienating disputes! However, 
“welcome” remains a real challenge. We may not be involved in pressing for either point of 
view, but “welcoming” those who are animated in their conviction remains a dramatic task not 
easily lived out. And it may be our task to encourage our community of faith to structure and 
create the climate to make “welcome” possible.  
 
 
A disclosure. This paper is an argument with myself. I reluctantly agreed to a wider audience 
because friends with whom I shared it energetically insisted that I permit its wider distribution. 
Further, I do not claim that I have diligently pursued finding settings to practice “welcome.” 
Nor am I in a leadership position where I encounter the conflicting demands of 
constituencies. In my retirement I no longer have that duty. My context is rather interchanges 
with friends and acquaintances who have differing views about covenanted same sex 
relationships, and a range of other opinions.  
 
This I do know; Romans 14-15:7 shakes foundations and creates discomfort.  
 
 
  



 
 

Attached below is a “covenant.” I sent an earlier version of this paper to David Augsburger 
after an e-mail I received from him described an interchange he had with another person 
about the “offending” clause in the Confession of Faith from a Mennonite Perspective, 
namely, “marriage is a covenant between one man and one woman for life.” After he read my 
“thought experiment” he created a draft of a “covenant” based on material in it. Additional 
drafts followed. He urged that it be sent, along with my “thought experiment,” to leaders in 
Mennonite Church USA. I have also shared it with leaders of Mennonite Church Canada. I 
am a member of a congregation that is part of MC Canada. 
 
 

Faithfulness to and Unity in Jesus 

A Covenant for the Body of Christ based on Romans 14:1-15:7 
 

By Glenn Brubacher and David Augsburger 

 
 
Introduction:  
 
In Romans 14: 1 - 15: 7 Paul addresses a dramatic collision of convictions that drove Roman 
believers from each other. He engages the struggle of disagreement between faithfully 
obeying the teaching of Christ and living out the call to unity in Christ. The issues at hand are 
the ongoing status of food regulations and holy days. It is too easy to dismiss their struggle 
over diet and holy observances as irrelevant to our day.  
 
In Paul's day these concerns created as much potential for divisive conflict as any issues we 
face in our day. Paul insists that obedience to and unity in Christ must be inseparable.  
Let us then pursue the things that make for peace and build up the common life  
(Romans 14:19 NEB).  
 
 
A Covenant:  
 
Let us invite Paul to be our guide as we:  
Covenant together to live out the unity of the Spirit created by our faith in Jesus.  
To this end, we will:  
 

1) Practice welcome1 (NRSV) - especially with those who differ by:  

 a) Extending a genuine and warm hospitality that embodies the solidarity Christ  
  creates among believers who have differing visions of proper and consistent 
  faith and practice (14:1);  

 b) Practicing the unity of hospitality—include those who disagree.  

 c) Practicing the unity of koinonea—maintain solidarity with each other.  
  
  

                                                 
1
 Paul’s double call to “Welcome” (14:1 and 15:7 NRSV) frames the passage, like a lightning 

bolt that strikes twice, at both beginning and end.  
 



 
 

2) Live out grace - embody the graces of the Spirit by:  

 a) Avoid engaging in quarrels and alienating disputes (14:1) over what matters more 
  to me/us and less to you/them.  

 b) Eliminating attitudes (14:3) that encourage quarrels—despising and judging,  
  contempt and labeling, considering the other as unfaithful, insignificant,  
  unworthy.  
 
3) Accept others - pattern our acceptance of diversity on the way God accepts us in our 
diversity (14:5b-9):  
 
God welcomes people who exercise a variety of ways of thinking, acting, obeying - so will we 
as His people. We will do this by:  
 a) Testing personal conviction to be “convinced in one’s own mind;”  

 b) Yielding to the Lord in gratitude and grace;  

 c) Living in the Lord—in the body of Christ, in community of the Spirit;  

 d) Recognizing Christ is Lord of all of life.  
 
4) Commit to love - to carefully tend each other’s convictions (14:15, 22-23) with no control 
or domination, no intimidation or being held hostage by another’s convictions;  

 a) Knowing that God honors simple faith and sincere love (14:23) even when it may 
  contradict the neighbor’s point of view, life situation, or social location.  

 b) Those who are upset will not use their displeasure to control the thought or  
  behavior of another for whom there is no inner conflict or difficulty.  
 
5) Surrender pretentions to perfection, our claims to purity - our insistence that our way is 
the right - indeed the only right - way.  

 a) We will neither sacrifice unity in the pursuit of certainty in our understanding of 
  faithfulness;  

 b) Nor will we sacrifice faithfulness to achieve an easy unity.  

 c) We will actively search for costly discipleship in steadfast love:  
 
The Kingdom of God is justice, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit (14:17-18 NEB)  
 

6) Pledge patience - diversity of behavior and practice will not cause contempt or judgment 
among us as disciples of Jesus when our unity is:  

 a) Grounded in deep conviction -  

 b) That is held in a way that honors the Lord -  

 c) In the loving fellowship of the Spirit -  

 d) Lifting it all up into the hands of Christ who is Lord of all.  
 
And may the God of steadfastness and encouragement grant [us] to live in harmony 
with one another, in accordance with Christ Jesus, so that together [we may] with one 
voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Welcome one another, 
therefore, just as Christ has welcomed [us], for the glory of God. (Romans 15:5-7NRSV, 
altered)  


